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Transcription Conventions

Following the conventions of SFL (Martin 2013, p. 13), references to the names of SFL systems are written in small caps, for example: appraisal. Where the term is used to classify another term, for example, appraisal resource, no capitalization is used.



1Writing in Engineering Practice

The education of skilled engineers is a significant focus worldwide. In Australia, it is considered fundamental for the country’s ongoing productivity (Department of Education 2025). The services provided by engineers are critical in supporting the economy, making contributions in a wide range of roles and sectors beyond those traditionally associated with the profession (Burnett et al. 2021, p. 8). Engineers also have a crucial role to play in addressing global environmental challenges, as ‘many, if not all, of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals depend on the work of engineers’ (p. 8). There are no substitutes for the role engineering skills and expertise play in society (Kaspura 2019, p. 7).

Effective written communication is an essential skill in professional engineering practice (Ashman et al. 2008; Engineers Australia 2019; Hertel, Cunningham & Kelly 2017; King 2008; Large 2006; Sageev & Romanowski 2001; Winsor 1990a; Yong & Ashman 2019). Ineffective or inaccurate dissemination of engineering information can lead to negative project outcomes and limit an individual’s career progression (O’Brien 2000, p. 22). At best, poor writing can lead to lost time in rewriting, or lost opportunities: a promising project may not be funded. At worst, critical information is not conveyed to the right people, and decisions made on the basis of incomplete understanding can have disastrous results.

Traditionally, writing has not been regarded as a strength of engineers (Kamm 1991), even though an average of 32 per cent of work time is devoted to writing in the engineering workplace (Sageev & Romanowski 2001, p. 687). Written communication, among other so-called soft skills, is a common attribute listed in engineering job advertisements (Galster et al. 2023). And yet, employers continue to see writing, particularly ‘business-specific writing’ (King 2008, p. 60), as an area of weakness. A globally recognized ‘skills gap’ exists between the communication abilities of engineering graduates and the expectations of employers (Clippinger et al. 2019; El-Sakran & Awad 2012; Harrison, Macpherson & Williams 2007; Makhathini 2016; Male, Bush & Chapman 2010, 2015; Nair, Patil & Mertova 2009; Yong & Ashman 2019). Improvement in this area has become a focus for development in higher education. For example, to be accredited by Engineers Australia, degree programmes must demonstrate how they prepare students to meet the Stage 1 Competencies, including communication skills appropriate for ‘professional and lay domains’. These include proficiency in


expressing information effectively and succinctly, issuing instruction, engaging in discussion, presenting arguments and justification, debating and negotiation – to technical and non-technical audience using textual, diagrammatic pictorial and graphical media best suited to the context [and] representing an engineering position, or the engineering profession at large to the broader community. (Engineers Australia 2019)


Furthermore, the emphasis on written documents is clear as writing has its own indicator of attainment:


Prepares high quality engineering documents such as progress and project reports, reports of investigations and feasibility studies, proposals, specifications, design records, drawings, technical descriptions and presentations pertinent to the engineering discipline. (Engineers Australia 2019)


These opening statements highlight some core motivations for writing this book. In order for engineering graduates to be successful in jobs that have significant impact upon the world, engineering education needs to incorporate effective teaching of writing skills that translate into the workplace. To contribute to this end, I draw upon the methods afforded by Applied Linguistics to describe important aspects of engineering writing style and propose an approach for how they can be taught. The impetus for this book also arises from my own experience teaching engineering communication courses to international students studying in Adelaide, Australia. Seeking to help my students, I looked for insight into the ways in which academic engineering discourse differs from other disciplines as well as in the ways engineers are required to write in their professional lives. I questioned whether engineering graduates in general, but especially those from backgrounds that are underrepresented in the engineering profession and who may face additional difficulties attaining the necessary communication skills, are given sufficient preparation to succeed in professional writing. I have sought to understand how my own teaching along with the curriculum more broadly could be improved to better support more diverse graduates. The student cohort is no longer dominated by those from middle-class backgrounds (Hood 2010) and also includes an increasing number of international students with English as an additional language. For these students, the challenges of acquiring the required disciplinary and professional literacy can be intensified by previous lack of exposure to similar writing practices and lack of familiarity with the language of instruction. Additionally, while there are existing materials advising on engineering writing style offering useful general advice (such as Beer & McMurrey 2005; Kmiec & Longo 2008; Rothwell & Cloud 2014 and van Emden 2005), such materials rarely translate this advice into specific linguistic detail.


1.1 Writing as a Professional Engineer

Writing for engineering purposes is










1.2 How Engineers Write








1.3 Teaching Engineering Writing







1.4 Challenges for Engineering Education



1.4.1 Effective Integration of Writing Skills






1.4.2 Priorities in the Engineering Curriculum





1.5 Overview of This Book






1.6 Structure of This Book
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